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I Harrison Street, S.E
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Leeshurg, VA 20177-7000

RE: Comments on Loudoun County Comprehensive Plan Review and Update Reports

Pear Julie:

Ay requested, Barry Carpenter and 1 have reviewed a number of reports prepared by your staff as
’ part of Loudoun’s Comprehensive Plan Review and Update. We began with the Comprehensive
Plun Review and Update Framework Report (March 22, 2000) to provide us the background we

needed to read end digest the following reports:

. General Plan Rural Character Options (April 28, 2000}
. General Plan Environmental Policy Options (April 20, 2000)
Green Infrastructure, Stream Corridor and Water Resources Report (April 20, 2000}

Suburban Policy Area - Community 1dentification Report {April 28, 2000)

»

Our comments on all the reports follow. Please keep in mind that while we cun bring an
outsider's objectivity that may be helpful, we may be off base in some of cur comments because
we heve ot been involved in all the discussions and delibcrations. Also pleasc realize that we
offer these comments in an effort 10 assist the County in its thinking and oot as crititism of your

obviously diligent efforts to address some very difficult issues,
Comprehensive Plan Review and Update Framework Report (March 22, 2000)
This report was very helpful in providing the history of growth and planning in Loudoun and in

describing the breadth and depth of the current effort to change prowth trends. Because thig
document is general and provides the “big picturc,” our comments on this will be more “big

picture” in nature.
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Definition of Smart Growth {p. 13): Do you think that Loudoun citizens really understand what
“smart growlh™ js? We agree that defining “smart growth" is important, but while the County is
still dwelling in the realm of words without plans and pictures, we are not sure that people really
understand, The Planning Commission®s Smart Growth Principles are very good, bit do they
really convey the implications of Smart Growlh? If you look at them closcly, they are very much
tike many standard Comprehensive Plan goals. The major difference is that the environmental
goal comes first in the list. Of course, corning first, the environmental goul sets the tone for the
rest of the principles, which is very importart. What conccrns us aboul citizens” understanding of
smart growth are references later in this report and in other reports to citizen concerns about:

Not wanting 1o live next to or have any connections to new developments of smaller lots

Road connections causing “cut-through traffic”
Loss of open space to infill development in the eastern growth area

Desiring low density transitions between the suburhan growth area and the rural area
Thinking that large-lot devclopment in the rural arca will preserve rural charucter

Many citizens have an idealized imape of what the suburbs should be Bke and do not understand
that the incremental addition of more and more large lots on cul-de-sacs and big-box retail stores
is what causes loss of community character and traffic mightmares. An article in the April 30,
2000, Washington Post Mugozine, “How does construction a site becoms a comsmunity?,”
Nolice the statements made on page 62.

illustrates the problem well. We have encloscd a copy.
We would guess that many new subutban arrivals in Loudoun would agree with most of what the

author says.

& - L] - -

of course the big question is how to avoid problems when you
stratcpies. Would it make sense at all to try and slow down and
the County where you attempt to define smart growth in
photos, sketches and general concept plans? Should you develop & consistent Smart Growth
philosaphy and approach 1o decision-making? Should you and the Planning Commission fly out
to Portiand to see how it really works? Maybe you have already done some things like this,

All this is nothing ncw to you, bt
start proposing detailed plams and
have a pumber of workshops around

To be practical about Loudoun’s cutrent smart growth effort, perhaps it may not result in a true
understanding of smart growth. Perhaps, what you can achieve is an agreement about Loudown’s

version of smart growth aod & philosaphy to go with it to help In decision-miaking.

Rural Residential lssues (page 13): This is obviously one of the most important and difficult issues
that Loudoun will address. We arc sure that there are more detailed policy documents to come.
Reducing densities appears to us 1o be essential with either mandatory or very strong incentives to

cluster. Our expericnce is that if you permit large lot development, 10 acre minimum or even 50
acre minimum, there will he a market for it. As you know, this kind of development has the
potential to convert large amounts of agricultural land to residential cstates with a loss of rural
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character and agricultural production. When we worked several years ago on development
options for & 4,000-acre estate in Fauquier, the county allowed 50-acre lots to be subdivided by
right with very minimal review. After fooking at all the options, the client’s real estate markel
analysts determined that the 50-acre lot option provided the best, most risk-free rate of return al
that time (1992). We offcred & “rural village™-type option that would have preserved at least 85%
open space, but because of the lengthy government review, infrastructure costs, and risk, this

option was not chosen.

It appears that the county may consider sliding scale zoning. Our experience with this type of
zoning in Fauquier i that it cen result in very strange development paticros. 1t is bascd on land
parcelization patterns at the time of adoption and unfortumately such patierns are vfien not logical
ot desirable. The smaller parcels that reccive the most density may not be in good locations with
regard t0 acCess, cnvironmental constraints, or other rensons. Large parcel owners are penalized
for having kept their properties intact. Perhaps parcel size is not the best crilerion 10 use in
assigning density. A number of criteria might be used based on proximity to services, imegrity of
the ares with regard to agricuttural production, environmental constraints, etc.

s and hamlets, these ordinances do need to be reviewed. We

with regard to rural villag
anderstand the points made by the Rural Task Foroe in The 200,000 Acre Solution that rural
villages as now planned and devcloped might intensify demand for capital improvements in rural

areas. We are concerned that they may end up looking just like suburban subdivisions, though
isolated within open space. The answer may be an overall reduciion in density so the rural
villages are not so large, a5 well s some revised standards that limit lot size, elc.

We have more experience with rural hamlets and are ready and willing to crilique our own plan
for the Broad Run Village property. We think that if our plan were implemented, it would not
maintain the rural character of this property. The eight hamlets are too spread out, leaving litile
land that could potentialiy be used for agriculiure, The conservancy lots cumpound this problem.
The hamlet lots are toe large and would permit larpe suburban-stylc houses that are nothing like
the historic houses of Loudoun’s rural area. The curvilinesr roads will look and feel like modern
suburban roeds. Rural hamlets arc nuch better than standard A-3 subdivision, but Loudoun has
the opportunity now to revise the rural hamlet ordinance to make it better al protocting rural
character. Possible revisions could include reducing the maximum harmlet lot size and frontage
requirement, eliminating conscrvancy lots, allowing more flexibility in sive and spacing of the
hamlets especially on large properties, and reducing gross densitics. The flexibility of size and
spacing would allow better use of consetvation subdivision design principles. It would be

interesting to test some idcas on the Broad Run Village Property.

es / Community Plan Development + PND Buffers (page 17): Neighborhood edges can be
defined i many different ways, not just though open spacc buffers. By providing such buffers,
overall gross densities in eastern Loudoun could be lowered, pushing demand for housing out into
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the rurel area, Srpart growth promotes sensitively designed infill, not buffers. A ncighborhood

identity program could use signage, road landscape treatments, and placement of focal landmarks

10 defing the edges of neighborhoods.

Open Space (page 18): Well-located usable open space for recreation and civie activities is
importartt in easiern Loudoun (o make livable communities, but not as 2 method for reducing
density.

Transition Arcas (page 19): In our experience, density transition areas tend to blur edges and
~educe the sense of place. No longer do you have town and country cach with a strong identity.
Fairfax County’s entire comprehensive plan is based on density transitions, which has contributed
10 its lack of sense of piace. What kind of place is the transition area? Cen it bave an identity if'it
is merely to serve as 2 buffer between twe other places? A greenbelt transition has the benefit of
perhaps reducing conflicts between agricultural operations and urban communities, but would not
the county have to buy the greenbelt or at least obtain an open space easement?

Fiscal Impact (page 19-20); We are glad that you are looking at fiscal impact, particularly at the
county’s 1.6 du/ac threshold for paying the full capital facility cost for new dwelling units, Js this
policy creating an incentive for large lot development?

General Plan Rural Character Options (April 28, 2000)

Proposed list of rural charscter features (pege 5); We suggest the following be added or used to
supplement to your list:

. House and building location (historically houses and villages were often located near a
water source rather than on. top of the hill)

. House size, style, materipls (many of the new mensions are larger and constructed of
different materials than Loudoun’s historie rural homes)

. Farm building size and style

Villages and hamlets that have very small lots and even some attached houses (We have

samples of house designs for small lots in new traditional ncighborhoods/villages.)

. Road widths, design (rural roads are ofien straight with irregular turns rather than

curvilinear, have narrow widths, uand require slower speeds)

Brushy roadsides, minimal mowed lawn, less manicured vegetation

»

Could all the rural character elements be described in more detail with photos and skeiches and

developed into design guidelines?

Countywide Transportation Plan nolicies {page 5-6): As you know, road design greatly impaets
rural character. 1f new subdivisions, hamlets, villages arc to be secommodated, they will
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adversely affect rural character {§VDOT rond standards st be followed. CTP policy # 4.26
listed on page 14 is one of the most important policies dealing with this issue.

ral lifc and social valugs (pa) - We wonder whether there can be an apreed-
upon rural lifestyle and set of soclal values. Do these exist in Loudoun? Would it be better to
work on developing a smart growth philosophy that supports rural character, urban character and
other smart growth goals? Maybe we are misin eting Option 3. T seems 1o say thet there is
an existing rural lifestyle and set of values that supports rural character. This should be described
and related 1o the rural character features. What we are suggesting is sliphtly different: a smart

. growth philosophy that helps people make good smart growth decisions - ones that preserve rural -
character among other things. "'his is 3 philosophy for the future, not 2 description of current

valucs.

io

General Plan Environmental Policy Options (April 20, 2000)

Bie Picture Co on the Entire Documend: The Euvironmental Policy Options presented are
vety ambitious and laudahle and certainly support smart growth in many ways, but we would like
to propose that you consider sorne variability i environmental standards depending on location.
The Chesapcake Bay Foundalion in its publication A Beiter Way (o Grow points out that subwban
sprawl has adversely affected environmental quality in the Chesapeake Bay Watcrshed. They
recommend compact trensit-oriented infill development instead. In order to accomplish this, it
may be difficult to protect all the {loodplains, sireams and steep slopes you recommmend for
ection and still keep densities high enough to support transit, walking, bicycling, etc. In more

prot
perhaps the standards might be varied to allow more development imensity.

urban areas,

T'his sounds like it is forsaking cvironmental values, but is it? Tom Schueler in his book, Site
Planning far Urban Stream Protection (Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments and
the Center for Watershed Protection, Washington, DC, 1995), presents research that shows that
gtream chantie] stability and hiological diversity decline once watershed impervious surfaces
exceed 10 - 12%. 1 does not tnke rmuch urban development 10 reach this threshold. Many of
eastern Londoun's watersheds may have already reached this level of imperviousness and already
have degraded streams, Wo uld it be better to concentrate development in these watersheds than

let it spill over into more pristine watersheds? Will enforcing {he same environmental standards in
ail watersheds do this? Tom Schueler recommends watershed-based performance standards. We

recommend the county consider this.

Stream Corridots i and E (page 5): How will the county define intermittent streams?
Will you use U.8.G.5. maps? Almost any swale could be considered an intermiticnt stream.
Protecting all such streams mdy create real community design problems. For example, smart
growih cnpourages road and trail connectivity. This may be difficult te achieve if Itermittent

strcam crossings are severely limited.
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Chesapeak: ation Act ¢ 93 Tt would certainly make a positive environmentsl
statement for Loudoun to adopt the provisions of the Chesapeake Bay Prescrvation Act (CBPA).
We suggest that you can do better. The CBPA was adopted in a form that the State thought all
coastal counties could abide by. These included very rural countivs that did not even have 2
planning department and only minimal development controls. Some of the CBPA standards and
approaches 10 environmental protection are rather simplistic. Perhaps the County could use
CBPA a5 & base from which to start but modify it for the county’s needs and capabilitics.

T rvation (page 11 - 13): Should you start out this section describing the value of
Loudoun’s forests for lumber and vencer, when this section really focuses on tree protection not
harvesting? The first and second paragraphs of this section scem (0 conflict in intent,

landowner harvesting his trees and then appiying

1f you implement Option B, what will prevent a
-save Tequirements for a long time. Perhaps,

for development permits? Maryland has had tree

they have dealt with this problem.
Primne Agricultural Soils - Option B (page 16): We are not sure what Option B is proposing. At
this poire, it is a litte vague.

Lighting (page 16-17): We are sceing a significant amount of retrofitting of gas stations and fast
food restanrant parking lots with intensive lighting systems. As you stale, your selected option

will not address this problem.

Green Infrastrocture, Stream Corridor and Water Resources Report (April 20, 2000)

jrecn Infrastructure - Resource cment Database (page 2): The delincation of wetlands for
se will take # lot of cffort. Since developers will have to do this for the Corps of

your GIS databa
Engineers and the Corps has lowered jts threshold for such delineation, does the county need to
do this?

reen Inffastructure - Con ipn Desi e 2-3); The Resource Assessment Study for all

development applications is 2 good idca.
Stream Corridots - Under policy P4., do you need (o define what & buffer is? Isit
undisturbed natural vegetation?

Sirearn Corridors (page T): As stated earlier, a buffer along intermittent streams will likely make
community design very diMicult.

¢ 14): Regarding the fourth major bullet, it will be

Surface and Groundwater Resources
losely approximate the pre-development hydrologie

difficult to design developments that ¢
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responsc of a watershed, Tom Schueler, who heads the Center for Watershed Protection (410)
461-8323), may be able 10 help you with this.

Suburban Policy Area - Community Identification Report (April 28, 2000)

We agree with your recommendation to propose Option C2 - Bight Comrmumity Model to the
citizens and Planning Commission. Citizens should be able to identify better with smaller defined
commuumities. The names of the communities could be more homey, friendly or inspiring. “South
Dulles” does not say “community.” Perhaps the coumty could work with citizens to develop
better names and also a cormmunity identity program with signs, landscape treaiments, landmarks,

etc.
We think that you and your siafl are doing a very good job of moving Loudoun toward smart

growth and are excited to be involved in the effort. We hope that these initial comments on the
policies developed 1o date are helpful. We arc eager to discuss them with you at your

convenence.

Sinccrely,

Stratepic Land Planning, lnc. E ;
Phoebe Kilby Burry Carpenter
President Vice President
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